The Memorial to the Murdered Jews of Europe, Berlin (photo Brigitte Sion)
The design, without a focal point or a space dedicated to gatherings, prevents any ceremonial use. It is an 'anti-commemorative' memorial both for collective and individual purposes. Architecture blurs the lines. The slabs are similar to tombstones, and the accumulation of stelae reminiscent of a cemetery. Visitors are confused, and some act as if in a cemetery. They walk slowly until they find an evocative pillar and leave an object according to their spiritual tradition: red candles with engraved crosses, stones, or flowers. The presence of objects associated with mourning and remembrance, along with the silent and sombre attitude of these visitors clearly identify the field of stelae as a memorial. However, the material traces they leave behind are quickly removed by the housekeeping staff; as if the stelae were to be admired as an artwork, but not to be used as a memorial.
Traditionally, Western monuments have celebrated military victories, heroes, and triumphs. However, years of dictatorship and crimes against civilians have challenged these architectural and political conventions. The Second World War, and specifically the Holocaust, shifted commemorative practices. The focus on victims moved from soldiers to civilians, and memorial design turned to increased abstraction. Defeated states and perpetrators could choose to present themselves as victims, deny any wrongdoing, or face self-indictment. Self-indicting monuments -monuments approved and funded by a state to commemorate the victims of a past regime -are a relatively new occurrence.
Early Holocaust memorials in West Berlin focused on specific places, such as destroyed synagogues, or the sign listing Nazi camps on Wittenbergplatz (1967) .
